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To investigate the hole transport across amorphous/crystalline silicon heterojunc-

tions, solar cells with varying band offsets were fabricated using amorphous silicon

suboxide films. The suboxides enable good passivation if covered by a doped amor-

phous silicon layer. Increasing valence band offsets yield rising hole transport barriers

and reduced device effciencies. Carrier transport by thermal emission is reduced and

tunnel hopping through valence band tail states increases for larger barriers. Never-

theless, stacks of films with different band gaps, forming a band offset staircase at the

heterojunction could allow the application of these layers in silicon heterojunction

solar cells.
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Silicon wafer based solar cells provide most of today’s global photovoltaic power gen-

eration. A number of technologies are competing for future market shares. Among those

amorphous/crystalline silicon heterojunction (SHJ) solar cells1 provide the highest potential

efficiency,2 mainly due to the very low defect density at the SHJ. However parasitic absorp-

tion in the amorphous silicon (a-Si:H) front contact and passivation layers is restraining

their efficiency.3 The total current density lost in 5 nm p-type a-Si:H is about 1.2 mA/cm2

and about 0.6 mA/cm2 are lost by absorption in 5 nm intrinsic a-Si:H.3 Therefore the re-

placement of the front hole contact and the passivation layer with high band gap and low

absorption a-Si:H alloys like amorphous, or microcrystalline silicon oxide (a-SiOx:H)4–7, or

silicon carbide8 is an ongoing research topic.

This letter focuses on the hole transport across the SHJ between a-Si:H, or a-SiOx:H and

crystalline silicon (c-Si). This interface serves as a model system for the application of

high band gap layers, for reduction of parasitic absorption in SHJ solar cells.1 A sketch of

the band line-up at the SHJ between a p-type a-Si:H hole contact, an intrinsic a-SiOx:H

passivation layer and an n-type c-Si absorber is shown in Fig. 1. Holes generated in the

(n)c-Si are directed towards the p/n-junction, where they have to overcome the valence

band offset (∆EV) to enter the (i)a-SiOx:H and the (p)a-Si:H layer. Values for ∆EV at the

SHJ were reported to be about 200 to 450 meV9–11 and are no obstacle to carrier transport,

although the exact carrier mechanism is still subject of discussion.12–14

Two possible transport paths exist. First, the holes can overcome the band offset barrier by

thermionic emission. Secondly, they can tunnel into the a-Si:H passivation layer12 and then

travel by tunnel hopping13 in its valence band tail states.15 Tunnel hopping is expected to

become increasingly important for increased ∆EV
12 and decreasing electrical quality of the

passivation layer.15

Fujiwara et al.16 demonstrated the feasibility of a-SiOx:H passivation and demonstrated

that increasing CO2 precursor gas fractions lead to decreasing fill factors (FF). Furthermore,

studies on a-SiOx:H passivation layers7,17,18 and their application in solar cells5 were con-

ducted. Recently Seif et al.4 reproduced the results of Fujiwara et al.16 and employed device

simulation to reason that an increasing oxygen content leading to a rise of ∆EV may explain

the decreasing FF due to a transport barrier, which impedes thermionic emission of holes

across ∆EV. Unfortunately Seif et al.4 used stacks of a-SiOx:H and a-Si:H and only changed

the oxygen content of the top layer. Therefore ∆EV at the SHJ may not have been changed
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FIG. 1. Band line-up at the hole contact of amorphous/crystalline silicon heterojunction (SHJ)

solar cells with an n-type c-Si absorber. Holes generated in the c-Si can traverse the SHJ by

thermionic emission over the valence band offset (∆EV), or by tunnel hopping through the valence

band tail states of the intrinsic amorphous silicon(oxide). They then travel in the (p)a-Si:H valence

band and are collected at the external contacts. The sketch also shows the Fermi-level (EF ), valence

band maximum (VBM), conduction band minimum (CBM) and conduction band offset (∆EC).

at all. Recently we determined ∆EV at this interface for the full stoichiometry range.19 This

letter aims at combining band line-up measurements with device and passivation results to

gain insight about the carrier transport across this junction.

To this end, (p)a-Si:H/(i)a-SiOx:H/(n)c-Si/(i,n)a-Si:H solar cells were processed and char-

acterized, as follows:

The substrates for solar cell preparation are 280µm thick, polished phosphorous doped float-

zone grown c-Si wafers with (111) surface orientation and a resistivity of 3 Ωcm. Wafers

were cleaned using the RCA process and dipped in diluted hydrofloric acid (1 %, 2 min)

before layer deposition. A-Si:H and a-SiOx:H layers were deposited using plasma-enhanced

chemical vapor deposition. Intrinsic a-SiOx:H was prepared using 60 MHz excitation, a

process pressure of 0.5 mbar, a substrate temperature of 175◦C, an electrode distance of

2 cm, a plasma power density of 56 mW/cm2, and a total gas flow of 15 sccm. The gas flow

consisted of 5 sccm hydrogen, and a total of 10 sccm silane and CO2. The a-Si:H layers were

deposited using 10 sccm of silane and no CO2. For the a-SiOx:H layers, the CO2 flow was

raised in 1 sccm steps up to a value of 5 sccm, and the silane flow was decreased accordingly.

For solar cell fabrication wafers were coated with 4 nm intrinsic a-Si:H and 8 nm n-type
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a-Si:H on the backside and 5 nm intrinsic a-SiOx:H and 8 nm p-type a-Si:H on the front side.

The solar cells were then completed by ITO sputtering and metalization with Ti/Ag stacks.

The full solar cell process is discussed elsewhere.20

Photoconductance decay and illumination dependent open circuit voltage (so-called SunsVOC)

measurements21 were carried out in between various process steps.

∆EV of the a-SiOx:H/c-Si-SHJs were determined using photoelectron spectroscopy in the

constant-final-state-yield mode22 and a procedure described elswhere.10,11 The measurement

of oxygen content and ∆EV in these layers was discussed in an earlier publication.19

Numerical device simulation with AFORS-HET23 was used to discuss the experimental data.

The a-SiOx:H layers were simulated using a model for a-Si:H with an electron affinity of

3.724 eV and a defect density consisting of two Gaussian defect densities of about 1014 cm−3

and band tails at the valence and conduction band. The band gap of the pure a-Si:H was

assumed to be 1.68 eV. For a-SiOx:H, it was increased to mirror the measured increase in

valence band offset, holding the conduction band position constant. The Urbach energy

(EU) of the valence band tail was adjusted according to measured values19 and the EU of

the conduction band tail was set to two thirds of the valence band EU.24

Fig. 2a shows the evolution of ∆Ev for the layers used in this study. An increase in the

oxygen fraction leads to an increase of ∆Ev. Additionally, Fig. 2b displays the evolution

of the effective minority carrier lifetime in solar cell precursors with an intrinsic a-Si:H

passivation and n-type a-Si:H contact layer on the back side, and an (i)a-SiOx:H layer on

the front side. The minority carrier lifetime decreases for increasing oxygen content, but

rises drastically in the samples with higher oxygen concentrations after the deposition of

an additional p-type a-Si:H layer on top of the (i)a-SiOx:H layers. To further investigate

this process the interface defect density was extracted from the injection dependence of the

minority carrier lifetime.25 The results are depicted in Fig. 2c. It is obvious that the lifetime

gain is based on a decreased interface defect density (Dit) upon (p)a-Si:H deposition. Note,

that the model applied for the extraction of the Dit assumes symmetrical samples and the

samples in the present study were not symmetric. This may lead to an overestimation of

the calculated Dit, if the Dit at the investigated interface is of the same order of magnitude

as at the sample’s backside. However the error is below 10 % for effective minority carrier

lifetimes below 4 ms, since the backside passivation enables effective lifetimes of about 12 ms.

The Dit at the SHJ interface is directly related to the Si bonding environment26 and the

4



0 . 2
0 . 6
1 . 0
1 . 4

0 . 1
1

1 0

0 . 0 0 . 2 0 . 4 0 . 6 0 . 8 1 . 0
1 0 1 0

1 0 1 1

1 0 1 2
( c )  

( b )  

 

 

∆E
v (e

V)

( a )  

 ( i ) a - S i O x : H
 ( p ) a - S i : H / ( i ) a - S i O x : H

 

τ 15
 (m

s)

 

D it (c
m-2 )

x  i n  S i O x

FIG. 2. Band alignment and interface passivation properties of amorphous silicon subox-

ide/crystalline silicon heterojunctions (a-SiOx:H/c-Si-HJ) with different oxygen fractions. (a) Va-

lence band offsets (∆Ev) at the SHJ, as measured in our earlier study.19 (b) Minority carrier

lifetime at an injection level of 1015cm−2 (τ15) for c-Si passivated with a-SiOx:H (black squares)

and after subsequent deposition of a p-type a-Si:H layer on top of the a-SiOx:H, measured on the

same samples (empty blue circles). (c) a-SiOx:H/c-Si-HJ interface defect density (Dit) of the same

samples as in (b).

hydrogen density9 at the interface. Since the temperature of the (p)a-Si:H deposition is too

low to affect the Si bonding structure,27 the decrease in Dit is likely due to an increase of

the hydrogen density at the SHJ. It is conceivable that the additional hydrogen is provided

by the plasma process during the (p)a-Si:H deposition.

The current-voltage (j(U)) curves of solar cells fabricated with these layer stacks are

depicted in Fig. 3a. An increase of ∆EV at the hole contact leads to the development of s-

shaped j(U) curves. This behavior was predicted on the basis of numerical simulations,4,12,13

but no systematic experimental evidence has been presented so far.

Fig. 3b depicts the solar cell’s open circuit voltages (VOC), together with the implied open

circuit voltages (iVOC),21 as extracted from photoconductance decay measurements prior to

ITO depositions.
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FIG. 3. Influence of ∆EV at the SHJ on (a) the current-voltage (j(U)) characteristics of SHJ solar

cells with different a-SiOx:H passivation layers, (b) the open circuit voltage (VOC) and implied

VOC (iVOC) and (c) the solar cell fill factor (FF), SunsVOC pseudo fill factor (pFF), simulated fill

factor (sFF) of the same solar cells.

The VOC of the solar cells decreases slowly for increasing ∆EV. Increasing the oxygen

fraction in a-SiOx:H layers increases the layer porosity and the density of Dihydrides and

hydrogen filled voids.18 Furthermore hydrogen in Dihydride configuration and in voids is

more mobile, than Monohydrides, and is driven out of the layer during ITO sputtering.28

This could explain why layers with higher oxygen contents degrade stronger during follow

up processes than layers with lower oxygen contents and show decreased minority carrier

lifetimes after ITO sputtering.

Fig. 3c displays the dependence of fill factors (FF) and pseudo fill factors (pFF) of the

solar cells on ∆EV. The pFF was measured using SunsVOC , a method that induces no

external current flow in the device and therefore reflects the maximum FF excluding car-

rier transport related effects. The FF decreases with increasing ∆EV, whereas the pFF is

slightly increased. Consequently the decreasing FF can be related to a transport barrier and

effects of e.g. decreased passivation at low injection can be excluded.29–32 The reason for

the increase of the pFF with decreasing FF is unknown, although similar results have been

reported before.33,34 One possibility is, that the transport barrier increases the passivation

at low injection densities and no net current flow.

Numerical simulations were used to simulate FF (sFF) values for the same devices, which are

also plotted in Fig. 3b. Obviously the simulation overestimates the influence of ∆EV on the

FF. Since the FF of the solar cells decreases with increasing ∆EV, while the pFF increases,
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it can be concluded that the increasing ∆EV creates a transport barrier. Furthermore, the

overestimation of the FF degradation with increasing ∆EV in the numerical simulation gives

further insight into the carrier transport mechanisms. Only thermionic emission is employed

to simulate the transport across the SHJ. The assumption of thermionic emission as the

main transport mechanism in SHJ solar cells is commonly used in simulation studies.4,35–37

However, the results depicted in Fig. 3 imply that another transport path becomes prevalent

once ∆EV is increasing well above the thermal energy of carriers at 300 K. Indeed, there are

a few simulation studies which ascribe a significant importance to tunneling through the

interface12,14 or tunnel hopping in valence band tail states13,38 in the a-Si:H layers.

Comparing the results of these studies and our simulations to the experimental data in

Fig. 3, it is clear that all simulations of the hole transport using only thermionic emission

overestimate the detrimental influence of high ∆EV.14,35,36 In contrast, simulations that

include tunnel hopping in a-Si:H, or its alloys show good agreement with our experimental

data.12,13 Kanevce and Metzger12 discuss the transport across the interface between n-type

a-Si:H and p-type c-Si in detail. Their findings include that a significant fraction of the

current flow across the SHJ is delivered via tunneling into and tunnel hopping in the a-Si:H

layers. Their simulated j(U) curves for varying band offsets at the minority carrier contact

qualitatively match the experimental findings of the present study. Note, that their sim-

ulations treat devices of inverse polarity compared to our study. Still it is reasonable to

compare these results to the present study, as the respective electron and hole mobilities

are of the same order of magnitude and the band offset ranges are comparable.

All in all, for minority carrier band offsets above 400 meV, it is mandatory to consider

tunneling into and tunnel hopping in the a-Si:H layer to obtain sufficient agreement of

experimental data and simulation.

The presented experimental results have important implications for the application of high

band gap alloys at the hole contact of SHJ solar cells,5–8 since all Si alloys reported in

literature feature high ∆EV values.11,19,39,40 This is most unfortunate, since the application

of those high band gap alloys is desirable to reduce the parasitic absorption in front side

minority carrier contacts.3 However one way to enable the application of high band gap

alloys may be the application of a stack of materials. This stack could comprise an a-Si:H

layer with a moderate ∆EV of about 200 to 300 meV and a second layer with a higher band

gap. This splits the effective ∆EV between two interfaces and thermionic emission across
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FIG. 4. (a) j(U)-curves of solar cells with a 5 nm thick a-SiO0.3:H passivation layer and a solar

cell with a passivation layer stack consisting of 2 nm a-Si:H and 3 nm a-SiO0.3:H. The ∆EV of the

a-Si:H/c-Si interface is about 270±50 meV, whereas ∆EV between the a-SiO0.3:H and the c-Si is

about 585±50 meV. (b) FF extracted from simulated j(U) curves using thermionic emission over

an a-SiOx:H/c-Si interface with variable ∆EV and the same simulation for a stack of a-SiOx:H/a-

Si:H/c-Si. For the stack, the total ∆EV is plotted on the abscissa. ∆EV for the a-Si:H/c-Si-SHJ

in the stack is 270 meV.

each single interface is facilitated. Thus, hole transport is enabled across a valence band

staircase, which allows carrier transport across a larger ∆EV, which charge carriers could

not overcome efficiently in a single step. Additionally, stacks comprising even more layers

or graded layers are a possibility.

Solar cells comprising hole contact passivation layer stacks of 2 nm a-Si:H and 3 nm a-

SiO0.3:H were fabricated to test this approach. The band offset between a-Si:H and c-Si

is 270±50 meV, while ∆EV at the a-SiO0.3:H/c-Si SHJ is about 585±50 meV.19 The j(U)-

characteristics of such a solar cell is shown in Fig. 4a together with a reference. The solar cell

in which the holes have to traverse ∆EV in a single step displays a clear transport barrier,

as reflected in the s-shaped j(U)-curve and a fill factor of only 63 %. In contrast, there is no

transport barrier, albeit a somewhat reduced FF of 70 %, for the solar cell in which ∆EV is

divided between two interfaces. The solar cells with an a-Si:H passivation layer have a FF
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of 78 %. Note that the VOC’s of the two cells are identical, indicating comparable interface

defect densities. Numerical simulations were conducted to further illustrate this concept.

Solar cells comprising different ∆EV at the SHJ and devices with the same total ∆EV, but

a 2 nm interlayer with a ∆EV of 270 meV were simulated using only thermionic emission

as transport mechanism. The FF values from these simulations are shown in Fig. 4b. As

expected, the application of a material stack does not change the trend of decreasing FF

with increasing ∆EV, but increases the FF for a given valence band offset. While the exper-

imental stack will likely feature increased hopping currents, due to the only 3 nm thin oxide

layer, it still illustrates the concepts. Furthermore, since the simulations do not include

hopping the reason for the improved FFs is most likely more efficient thermionic emission

along the layer stack, as compared to the single interface with one big valence band offset.

In conclusion it was possible to demonstrate the importance of an appropriate band align-

ment at the p-n-junction of SHJ solar cells. Specifically, an increased ∆EV at the hole

contact of SHJ solar cells gives rise to a transport barrier. Moreover, the increasing trans-

port barrier leads to an increasing contribution of tunnel hopping through valence band tail

states and tunneling transport and a decreasing contribution of thermionic emission, which

in turn decreases device efficiencies. The latter effect is a general problem for high band

gap a-Si:H alloys as hole contacts of SHJ solar cells. An approach to mitigate this problem

by applying a stack of at least two layers with a step-like increase of ∆EV at the SHJ was

presented. The improved FFs of the solar cells with stacked passivation layers highlight

a viable approach towards the application of high band gap a-Si:H alloys as hole contact

layers in SHJ solar cells. This concept is promising for the combination of a passivation

layer with a moderate band gap and a high band gap hole contact.
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